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"I Am a Woman, I Am Quite Aware of
My Own Capabilities": The Distinctive Voice
of Franciszka Urszula Radziwillowa On Love,
Marriage, and Freedom

Franciszka Urszula Radziwillowa (1705-1753) wrote for her own
theater, cast actors from her own family court, introduced tragedies,
comedies, one-act plays and ballets and could be called "the mother
of Polish theater." My focus will be upon the fact that she found her
own voice by challenging traditional expectations, and that she advocated for personal freedom in her plays, poetry, and prose. She
transgressed the limitations placed upon women of the time, since
rather than being limited by conventional forms of expression and
behavior expected of women in her place and time, she found a different form of private and public expression. Being a playwright was
not her only contribution. Franciszka Urszula Radziwillowa founded
the longest running courtly center of theater at Nieswiez and constructed the building housing the archive there. In the end, in the
words of Karol Estreicher, "it is a remarkable thing that only one
person, and a woman at that, should have made so bold a move as
to override the conventions imposed on poets by the rigors of classicism. "1 She was a woman who had found her own voice and used
it. She wrote, "I am a woman, I am quite aware of my own capabilities,"2 and she used these capabilities to reject the patriarchal culture
in which she was living, and to express her own ideas regarding love,
marriage, and freedom.
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Franciszka Urszula Radziwillowa entered one of the richest and
most powerful families of the Polish Lithuanian Commonwealth when
she married Michal Kazimierz Radziwill, nick-named "Rybenko"
or "Little Fishie" on account of his gentle nature. But she brought
a great deal to the marriage as a lady of letters and the only smviving
child and heiress to the fortune of the Castellan of Kraków, Janusz
Wisniowiecki, who died in 1741.3 Because her husband became the
Voivode of Wilna and the Hetman of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania,
his engagement in public affairs kept him away from home much
of the time. Consequently, Franciszka Urszula Radziwillowa's life
was filled with the duties of a wife and mother, but also the obligations of a large landowner with a great fortune who often stood in
for her husband in his absence. 4 Despite these obligations, she was
able to devote herself to her work as a playwright, producing more
than twelve plays. While she was noteworthy in her translation of the
works of Moliere, thanks to her achievements, the theater at Nieswiez
developed its own repertoire of works in the Polish language.
Her most extensive biographer, Barbara Judkowiak, has devoted
a lifetime to Radziwillowa's work from the point of view of the history of Polish literature and Polish theater, but this study examines
Radziwillowa's prose, poetry, and letters from a feminist perspective,
focusing upon the ways she found to overcome some of the limitations placed upon her. Based upon the analysis of her writing, one of
the most clear-cut ways that Radziwillowa challenged convention was
by insisting upon love and freedom of choice in marriage at a time
when parents customarily arranged the marriages of their children. The second way that she resisted the mores of her time was by
expressing her doubts and objections to the patriarchal order of the
time through her plays, poetry and didactic literature. And finally, as
a writer and femme savant, she raised the cultural level of the court.
She collected works, constructed the building for and re-organized
the archives at Nieswiez, establishing the foundation of the greatest
archive of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Even though she
is most well-known for her achievements as a playwright and poet,
her work as a collector, translator, and archivist may have been more
significant for the preservation of Polish history and culture.
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Court theater played a very important role during the period
when the Saxon kings ruled the Polish Lithuanian Commonwealth
(1569-1795). By the second half of the 18th century, during the reign
of August III (1733-1763), the summer royal residence had a theater
holding 600, and the most powerful magnates of the realm wished
to build their own large and impressive theaters. There were large
functioning theaters built by Stanislaw Herakliusz Lubomirski in
Kraków, by Jan Klemens Branicki in Bialystok, by Waclaw Piotr
Rzewuski in Podhorce, but a very significant role in the history of
court theater was played by Franciszka Urszula Radziwillowa at her
theater in Nieswiez.55
It is not known exactly when the theater at Nieswiez had its inaugural performance, but there was a large permanent theater built by
1748 as well as seasonal outdoor theaters located in a picturesque
garden outside the castle moat. 6 Her plays were published in 1754
by the captain of the Radziwill militia, Jakub Pobóg Fryczynski, who
served as actor and director of the plays.7 About ten plays per year
were produced at the theater, and on June 13, 17468 she staged her
first comedy, Witty Love (Milosc Dowcipna) to celebrate her husband's name day and birthday.
Witty Love's manuscript records the names of the actors performing the roles: "Princess Radziwillowa's ladies-in-waiting and courtiers,
including the dwarf Jacek and the black woman Katarzyna. Her sons,
the twin princes Karol and Janusz (born 1734) played two shepherds,
and two maids were played by her daughters, princesses Teofilia
Konstancja (born 1738), and Katarzyna Karolina (born 1740)."9
The playwright outlines the rigid patriarchal order that children
of this time were supposed to respect, and then she questions and
critiquesthat order. In the end, the viewer is led to conclude that love
and freedom of choice in marriage is a better way. The play begins
with an elderly father, Lucydor, being advised by his doctor to get his
affairs in order because he has five years to live. Because the father
Kochanczyk, pp. 231-232.
Wierzbicka-Michalska, http://ipsb.nina.gov.pl/a/biografia/franciszka-urszularadziwillowa-z-wisniowieckich.
7 Krzyzanowski, 8. Fryczynski's manuscript is in Archiwum Glównym Akt Dawnych
in Warsaw. Archiwum Radziwillów Dzial V, teka 87, koperta 594.
8 Kochanczyk, p. 234.
9 Comess and Judkowiak, p. 80.
5
6

feels he is at death's door, he takes this occasion to tell his thirteen
beloved daughters to heed his words:
Advice from books should always be ignored;
you'll just read clever words, or talk of love.
You'll soon succumb to lust and be enslaved;
the pen will trap you like a fish that's hooked.
Beware of playful men who seek to court you;
There may ensue some untoward event.
Don't be entrapped by glances that they cast;
reject them even if it's impolite. 10

In this first scene of her play, Radziwillowa's crusty old dying
father figure goes against everything for which Radziwillowa stands.
She is an intellectual and a writer who views writing as her way of
finding her voice and not as a trap. She takes advice from books seriously and even seems to be using her play to advise young people. She
has collected and read the 2000 books in her collection and probably many more. It is highly unlikely that she would advise playgoers
to disregard advice from books. Many of her poems, plays, and letters talk of love in a positive light encouraging young people to give
vent to their desires, and invite the Goddess of Love into their lives.
And finally, she chose to marry the man she loved, the very playful
and gentle man who courted her. So, it seems that the father figure,
Lucydor, expresses everything that she dislikes and rejects about
patriarchal Polish culture.
Lucydor also rails against "dressing smartly," "despoil(ing) oneself
with powder and with rouge," (giving) "lingering looks that penetrate
men's hearts," "entering the woods where young men give vent to
their desires" 11 and basically doing anything that young· girls in 1746
would want to do. Instead, they should be "modest, calm and kind,
be good and plain" and to uphold the honor of the family.
Rather than making a positive impression, this patriarchal
harangue seems to have had the opposite effect on the girls. As he
leaves the room, they all cry in unison, "Goodbye, dear Father, go and
have a rest. Thank God he's gone!" 12 One of the girls, Florynda, says
Comess and Judkowiak, p. 84.
Comess and Judkowiak, p. 85.
12 Comess and Judkowiak, p. 86.
10
11

"I nearly fell asleep as he went on, to me his tedious words were
sheer vexation." Her sister, Lucynda replies, "When young himself, of course, he loved and joked. He still saw women after he was
13 So not only do the young girls reject the prescriptions
married."
of their father, but they also point out the hypocrisy of his double
standard. Even at a tender age, they are aware that for women,
virtue implies chastity and monogamy, but that married noblemen
like their father take lovers with no apparent effect on their honor
and virtue. The girls are the heroines of the play and Radziwillowa
seems to be speaking through them when she writes, 14 "While God
and Lucydor declare that it is vital to be faithful to one man alone,
the girls' fickle hearts are inclined to enjoy their freedom and make
their own choices - while they still have time!" and this is certainly
Radziwillowa's endorsement of the idea of freedom to love and freedom to choose the person one will marry.
The drama plays out with Radziwillowa employing well known
comedic devices such as mistaken identity, deceiving the patriarch,
and unrequited love. But by the ninth scene, the theme of freedom
of choice in love and marriage has emerged as the predominant one.
Klorys, sings, "Free hearts, free thought - these are the only things that
can ensure we really will be happy." Two of the girls answer, "I dare
say that love is life, the essence of our being," and Amaryla reiterates
that, "Klorys is right, so let us live together. Freedom's what brings
us joy throughout our lives. I live in freedom; may it last forever." 15
By the end of the First Act, the strict father Lucydor has overheard his daughters talking of free thought and free love and he is
absolutely enraged, railing at the Goddess Iris that "My thirteen
daughters .. . defile our home; it's utterly destroyed. They've all defied
all my rules, it's quite improper, that they receive such guests within
our walls and play deceitful tricks upon their father." But the Goddess
replies, "These peccadillos should not cause such grief. Just harmless fun, you must not take it ill. The rules you make are too severe
by far. Sometimes the moment must be seized and won." 16 Even as
her father rails against it, a gypsy reads Dorynda's palm and tells the
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girl, "You'll say to Father, sorry, and then you'll wed someone who
loves you truly and have children. Happiness, wealth and honor will
be yours ... A wedding wreath shall crown your head today." 17 So the
daughter may defy her father's rules and wed someone she truly loves,
but in the end true love will triumph. By the finale, all the young
maidens are embracing their chosen men, and in the end, the Goddess
blesses the marriages and persuades their wrathful father to give
his blessing as the girls marry the boys they have freely chosen.
So, Radziwillowa's first production, Witty Love, is a didactic
comedy meant to win the audience over to the idea that men and
women should be allowed to exercise their own free will and choose
the person they wish to marry. The play was dedicated to her husband, Michal Kazimierz, on June 13, 1746, the date that was both his
birthday and name day. It was an appropriate theme, since they freely
chose to marry each other against the wishes of his mother. Anna
z Sanguszkow Radziwillowa was a formidable woman who expertly
managed the family's finances, and one way she did this was by arranging marriages for her children that were either economically or politically advantageous to the family. She had arranged the marriage of her
daughter, Tekla to Jakub Fleming, minister and trusted confidant of
King August II, and she hoped to arrange the marriage of her son,
Michal Kazimierz to Zofia Sieniawska, one of the richest widows in
the Commonwealth. She fully expected him to go along with her plans
since this was what usually happened. Anna Radziwillowa did not
just arrange the marriages of her own nuclear family, she even oversaw the marriages of more distant branches of the family, and they
took her counsel. Barbara z Zawiszów Radziwillowa wrote to Anna
regarding the matrimonial negotiations she was carrying out for her
children with the Viennese court which required a swift decision, but
she waited for Anna's response since "in our family we only (make
such decisions) after informing and arranging consent of the entire
House (of Radziwill)." 18 Unfortunately, many of the marriages Anna
arranged turned out very badly, and she was dead set against Michal
Kazimierz marrying Franciszka Urszula Wisniowiecka.
Michal Kazimierz described how his mother made such a scene
when she discovered that he wished to ask Franciszka Urszula for
17
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her band, that he thought she might drop dead. She took to her
bed for days. 19 His mother did not attend the Carnival festivities on
February 10 when he gave Franciszka Urszula his ring. They danced
and feasted for several days to celebrate. In the end, Anna reflected
upon the match and consented to it, even to the point of attending
the marriage ceremony on April 22. 20
They married for love and Michasienko and Franusia
Franu stayed in love.
Their love spills over in the pages of Michal Kazimierz's more than 1000page diary, his many letters, in her letters and her poetry. Their love and
sexual attraction are apparent in almost every letter. In her letter to her
husband, she expresses her longing for him when he is away from her:
My most enlightened and beloved Prince
With whom I'm bound in marriage by our love
When we're apart for you're in distant lands,
Until I see you, to my heart's delight,
I'll find my comfort, my heart's ease my dear,
In writing long confessions of my love.
My heart commands me to write it quickly down;
It matters not what form and style it takes
For sure, however many words I pen,
They're far outnumbered by the lonely minutes.
Although you've disappeared, gone out of sight,
You're always present here in my mind's eye.
In daylight hours, as best they can somehow,
The people always keep me entertained.
But most of all my love is here with me
When sun's bright rays have hastened into night.
For then I see you come to me again,
Most clearly when we're bound in love's embrace,
We're kissing, then I'm left quite satisfied;
The taste so sweet remains upon my lips
And then my eyelids quit the world of dreams ... 21

For Radziwillowa, love was not just hearts and flowers, it was carnal. It
was sexual attraction and the fulfillment of sexual desires. According
19 Alojzy Sajkowski describes the affair in his book, Od Sierotki do Rybenki,
pp.143-148.
20 Sajkowski, p. 148.
21 Comess and Judkowiak, p. 343.

to Michal Kazimierz's diary, she became pregnant 34 times over
the course of their marriage, but miscarried many times, giving
birth to four children: Karol Stanislaw, Janusz Tadeusz, her sons,
and two daughters, Teofilia Konstancja and Katarzyna Karolina. 22
These two were madly in love with each other. As she put it, "I love
you madly, though my life's so simple. One thought alone keeps
gnawing at my soul: as long as I still live, you're in my heart and in
my every waking thought forever. "23 Reading their professions of
love to each other calls to mind the love letters of King Jan Sobieski
and his beautiful queen Maria Kazimiera d'Arquien and their love
letters written from 1665 to 1683. Their relationship with its highly
elevated status of the beloved and only lover perhaps served as an
example for Michal Kazimierz and Franciszka Urszula.
One of the reasons why we can know so much about their love
and relationship is because thousands of her letters, and his more than
1000-page diary still exist for us to read and come to know them. This
archive exists because one of the first things that Radziwillowa did
upon her marriage in 1725 was to gain access to the library at Nieswiez
palace. At that time, the collection numbered 9,000 volumes, but her
own personal collection numbered 2,000 volumes and she took on
the task of constructing a library building for the collection of 11,000
and opening up a publishing house. 24 Since at that time there was
no national archive for the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, this
private family archive at Nieswiez assumed far greater importance
than it would have otherwise. Because the Radziwill family members held such high public offices and preserved these documents in
their own private archive, this was a repository for the most important public documents of the early modem period and one of the
richest manuscript collections in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. By
1772, the archival collection had grown to a collection of 20,000 volumes. Unfortunately, it was seized by the Russian government in
1772 and given to the Russian Academy of Sciences.25 After Poland
regained its independence, what remained of this archive and collection was returned to Warsaw, and then carted to the outskirts of
Królikowski, p. 186.
Comess and Judkowiak, p. 344.
24 Borkowska, Czerminska and Phillips, p. 25.
25 Teresa Zielinska, "Archiwa," p. 123.
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the city during World War II. 26 It was one of the largest remaining
collections for the Polish Lithuanian Commonwealth in the early
modern period.
One of the reasons that we can know about Franciszka Urszula
Radziwillowa and her relationship with her children and her husband is because of this archival collection. If Radziwillowa's work
bad perished at the hands of Nazi flamethrowers, we would never
have known of her existence. It is essential to stress that Franciszka
Urszula Radziwillowa was an extraordinary intellectual, an important and significant voice in challenging patriarchal codes of conduct. Radziwillowa was a champion of freedom to choose her own
partner in marriage, and to express positive feelings about sexual
satisfaction within it, and therefore she epitomizes feminist transgression of existing social norms. She expressed doubts and objections
to the patriarchal order of the time through her writing. And finally,
she collected works, constructed the building for and re-organized
the archives at Nieswiez, establishing the foundation of the greatest
archive of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Even though she
is most well-known for her achievements as a playwright and poet,
her work as a collector and archivist may have been more significant for the preservation of Polish history and culture. In the end,
we would not know about any of these accomplishments had she
not constructed and reorganized the Radziwill archive where these
records were preserved.
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